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It is indisputable that globalization over the past 
twenty years or so has resulted in a phenomenal and irre-
versible concentration of economic and political power.
A small number of advanced nation states and elite trans-
national corporations now exercise global hegemony to 
an unparalleled extent. It is equally incontestable that 
the depth of opposition to this immense concentration 
of power—some of it emanating from the most unlikely 
of quarters—is without precedent. My own discipline of 
anthropology has made a considerable contribution to 
explaining the nature and significance of such unexpected 
sources of resistance. Yet one might still be forgiven for 
being surprised to learn that the Slow Food movement 
has increasingly and impressively set itself in concerted 
opposition to global power. Bluntly expressed, Slow Food 
continues to be stereotyped as an indulgence of the West’s 
middle classes as they seek out new sources of postmodern 
identity. It is caricatured as a class strategy, in line with 
Pierre Bourdieu’s approach,1 identifying the immediate 
pleasures of high taste in the culinary sense with the steady 
accumulation of elite taste in the cultural one. As is often 
the case with stereotypes, there is more than an element of 
truth to these claims.2 It is assuredly the case, nevertheless, 
that the Slow Food movement has generated a political
critique of select global processes while promoting strategies 
of economic and social reform considered appropriate to 
First and Third World settings.3
One organizational innovation has been central to
this recent development. Since 2004 Terra Madre has 
become established as Slow Food’s biannual gathering in 
the Italian city of Turin, where it brings together several 
thousand members with the movement’s prominent leaders.
The gathering is timed to coincide with Slow Food’s other 
major event, Salone del Gusto, at which several hundred 
producers from Italy and elsewhere in Europe showcase 
a wide range of foodstuffs. Most important, Terra Madre 
comprises a number of large-scale secular rituals and 
modest discursive events out of which a sense of global 
investigations |  adrian peace
Terra Madre 2006
Political Theater and Ritual Rhetoric
in the Slow Food Movement
community arises, along with the articulation of Slow 
Food’s evolving politics. Although the delegates who attend 
constitute only a small minority of the total membership,
their assembly at Turin is an exceptional experience for 
them. Terra Madre is the political flagship of Slow Food, 
the major occasion on which cosmopolitan leaders and 
ordinary members encounter one another,4 the most 
significant forum in which its politics and ideology are 
elaborated. It is also the occasion on which the myths and 
fetishisms of Slow Food are much in evidence. 
In this article I aim to describe both what is expressly 
articulated and what is inadvertently exposed about this 
unequivocally postmodern movement. My analysis is based 
on my experiences as a participant observer at Terra Madre 
2006, where I was invited to fill the role of academic dele-
gate. I attended all the major events discussed below as well 
as quite a few minor ones. Quotations are drawn from the 
translation services made available to all delegates, as well 
as from press releases, magazine and newspaper items, and 
other written sources. Last, but by no means least, I draw on 
numerous extended and ephemeral conversations I shared 
What is particularly challenging
about this movement is that it strives 
to establish a critical analysis of
the power exercised by global forces 
over the local production and
consumption of food, and seriously 
asks what can be done in response. 
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with fellow delegates throughout the duration of
this intense event.
“A World Meeting of Food Communities”
The second meeting of Terra Madre, held during the final 
week of October 2006, was billed, in advance publicity 
and an avalanche of images surrounding the event itself, 
as “a world meeting of food communities.” Slow Food is 
sophisticated in its advertising, publishing, and use of cyber 
technology.5 Whether it takes the form of still or moving 
images, printed literature, or the Web site, Slow Food’s 
political pitch is always the way in which its operations con-
nect “the community” and “the global.” In the weeks before 
Terra Madre 2006, all representatives were told how 1,600 
“food communities” drawn from five continents would con-
tribute to this major event. In a draft program from Centro 
Studi Slow Food, it was revealed that the main goal of this 
global gathering was “to facilitate relationships between 
three realms of knowledge related to the production and 
distribution of quality food: Producers, the repositories of 
traditional sustainable food production practices; Cooks 
who, with their empirical wisdom, prepare food rooted in 
local traditions as well as adapt ideas to the changing tastes 
and needs of consumers; and Academics and Researchers, 
who serve as catalysts for change across disciplines.”
Just as the impressive global reach of Slow Food was on 
display, so too was its political influence. From the outset
it was clear that powerful political institutions were involved 
in Terra Madre. The expense entailed in gathering such a 
large number of representatives was obviously substantial. 
In addition to providing housing, food, and local transport 
for virtually all, the organizers paid for the airfare for dele-
gates from poorer countries. Some proportion of these costs
was met by public and private sponsoring organizations, 
including the City of Turin, the Piedmont Regional 
Authority, at least two major government ministries, and 
several transnational enterprises. 
Equally significant from the outset was the physical 
location of the assembly. When the north Italian motorcar 
industry went into severe decline, the enormous production 
site occupied by Fiat was transformed into a major confer-
ence center, including a hangar-like structure large enough 
to accommodate the speed ice-skating rink for the Winter 
Olympics that had been held several months earlier. The 
Above: A street scene in Turin, October 2006.
photograph by adrian peace © 2006
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venue was vast enough to host several thousand delegates, 
thus giving a palpable sense of collaboration and unity to 
the event. Not only could all delegates attend plenary ses-
sions and workshops, eat, and socialize under the same 
roof, but much could be made of the center’s symbolism. 
Previously, it had represented the apex of a twentieth-
century Fordism, which brought capital, labor, and prosper-
ity to northern Italy. Now, in the twenty-first century, Terra 
Madre’s presence was testament to a highly progressive 
way of thinking about the planet’s future, a movement that 
repudiated the socially destructive and environmentally 
damaging trajectory of the past.
The stage was thus set for an opening ceremony orches-
trated to give full symbolic vent to the notion of “a world 
meeting of food communities.” It proved to be an extraordi-
nary piece of political theater in which the bringing together 
of “the local” and “the global” was played out before several 
thousand delegates and numerous representatives of all 
types of media. While some African “food community” 
representatives were still arriving from the airport, those in 
attendance took their seats in the vast hall. Then to loud 
fanfare, and flamboyantly introduced by a prominent Italian 
television host, representatives from 150 countries in national 
dress and waving their national flags marched down the cen-
tral aisle to mount a broad stage from which they faced the 
huge audience. There they were joined by the event’s major 
Italian and overseas dignitaries. The atmosphere was exhila-
rating, and the noise deafening, as flag-bearing delegates 
were cheered by their countrymen. Some—from Palestine 
and Iraq, for example—were hailed by cross-national sections
of the audience. Nevertheless, the way in which a sense of 
intercontinental unity was forged out of a myriad of national 
identities was impressive and moving. Enormous images 
of those in strikingly authentic “traditional” apparel were 
projected above the stage, along with Millennium-type still 
photographs of numerous exotic Others.6
Thus was the promise of a global assembly of delegates 
realized in a fabricated unity of people and place. In this 
specific context and at this particular time, the customarily 
dispersed and disconnected neo-tribe7 of Slow Food mem-
bers was able to savor a form of postmodern communitas. It 
was immediately evident that many present were emotion-
ally and deeply immersed in this collective happening, 
which gave real substance to the claims of global intercon-
nectedness that had circulated previously. The mega-event8 
was given further impetus as a succession of strikingly 
articulate speakers from different parts of the globe took 
command of the central podium. First were the regional 
politicians, who made explicit the connections between 
their broadly environmental concerns and those of Slow 
Food. The mayor of Turin, Sergio Chiamparino, said how 
proud he was that Terra Madre was again being held in his 
city, and then emphasized how its residents were increasingly
aware that the quality of life was inseparable from the avail-
ability of healthy food. In addition, he pointed out that the 
quality of food was integrally connected with the dignity of 
its producers, and that “the challenge of modernity” was 
being addressed by politicians and residents at large. The 
president of the Piedmont Regional Authority, Mercedes 
Bresso, said that Terra Madre’s presence was well suited to a
region proud of its agricultural history: the population shared 
farming roots, “which are part of our heritage, part of our 
traditional agriculture down through the ages.” Then she
emphasized how, “[having] connected with our Piedmontese 
past, Terra Madre will become part of our regional future” 
because of its concern with agricultural tradition, the cul-
ture of regional foods, and the protection of biodiversity.
Terra Madre was thus depicted as addressing issues of 
substantial public relevance and concern in northern Italy 
and beyond. Modernity, tradition, risk, health, and biodiver-
sity were all of consequence; the relation between quality 
food and quality of life was considered central to numerous 
issues of postmodern life. All preceding speakers were over-
shadowed, however, by the appearance of Carlo Petrini, the 
founder and president of Slow Food, who had already been 
referred to as a close friend, a guru, and a charismatic figure 
whose “healthy craziness” (Mayor Chiamparino’s descrip-
tion) inspired all around him.
As Petrini took center stage, bathed in the white light 
focused on the podium, the adulation in which he was held 
was immediately obvious: the assembly rose to its feet and 
erupted in enthusiastic applause. His spellbinding address 
elaborated a striking agricultural metaphor that provided 
a lens through which to review the progress of Slow Food 
since Terra Madre 2004. Petrini rhetorically queried his 
audience: “What have we done in these past two years? We 
have prepared the ground, we have spread good fertilizer, 
we have plowed, we have broken up the soil, and now we 
are ready to plant our seeds. These are the seeds that will 
make the Terra Madre network tangible and believable.” 
He then detailed the three necessary qualities of food that 
were central to Slow Food’s current sloganeering. It was 
imperative henceforth to ensure that food should be “good” 
in sensory terms, “clean” from a sustainability perspective,
and “fair” from a social and cultural vantage point.9 Corporate 
domination was the chief obstacle to all three attributes, 
since it powerfully separated those who produced food from 
the results of their labor. 
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What was required next was “a virtuous globalization.” 
This would ensure the availability of basic foodstuffs for 
all, recognize the worth of the independent producer, and 
redefine the status of the consumer as one of “coproducer” 
(since the latter increasingly makes informed choices that 
directly affect the producer). Finally, integral to “good, 
clean, and fair” foodstuffs was the proper recognition of 
“an honest agriculture carried out by respected producers.” 
Invoking the name of Claude Lévi-Strauss (and not for 
the last time), Petrini asserted that traditional knowledge 
about regional foods throughout the world was destined 
to disappear within the next three decades: it was impera-
tive to avert this prospect. Little could be achieved without 
acknowledgment of the small-scale producer’s particular 
status since, on the one hand, his relationship to Mother 
Earth was unrivaled in its proximity while, on the other, his 
relations with those who consumed his products were close 
and personal. By virtue of this privileged position between 
nature and culture, the agricultural artisan held the key to 
a future in which “an honest agriculture” could produce 
“good, clean, and fair” foodstuffs for all.
It was, however, Petrini’s agricultural metaphor that pre-
vailed over and above these details, and it warrants further 
quotation: “What is the seed we have to plant? I’ve given 
this some thought and I think Terra Madre’s strongest seed 
is the use of a local economy, the local economy that…is 
based on two principles: the principle of solidarity and the 
principle of subsistence. Solidarity and subsistence are the 
strength of local communities, and this is the way you pro-
duce food.” Local producers—Petrini was adamant about 
this—constituted “a natural economy,” which contrasted 
on all counts with the “unnatural economic order” globally 
hegemonic in the present.
Symbols, Snails, and Seeds
Thus in the political theater of Terra Madre’s ceremonial 
opening, a notion of neo-tribal unity was constituted, a Pig 
Earth–style10 interpretation of the relation between artisan 
and environment was celebrated, and significant aspects 
of Slow Food political ideology materialized.11 While not 
entirely anti globalization, Petrini’s critique focused on the 
current forms that the global economy is taking—centralized,
homogenizing, grossly unequal. While not specifically 
anticapitalist, his strident criticism was aimed at some of 
capitalism’s distinguishing systemic qualities, such as the 
separation of the producer from the results of his labor 
and specific mechanisms central to the neo-liberal mar-
ketplace. Noteworthy was the distinctly left wing, even 
radical, language of this critique of modernity and the place 
of food production within it.12 Whether emanating from 
Carlo Petrini, other prominent movement figures, or their 
political associates, the left-wing tenor of their political 
discourse was inescapable. The idea that many of the worst 
consequences of globalization are directly and indirectly 
affecting food production and consumption—the basis of 
all social life—was extensively explored. The belief that 
contemporary globalization had to be openly contested was 
key to everything that followed. In this sense Terra Madre 
constituted a political field in which the prospects for cul-
tural resistance from below were given serious consideration. 
“Local opposition” and “community resistance” were com-
monplace propositions in this discursive political space.
Terra Madre shifted gear on the second day, as delegates 
spread out into Earth Workshops to address specific issues. 
Over three days, some forty-six workshops were organized to 
consider, for example, “Products and Producers—Cheese,” 
“Agro-Ecology—Alternative Systems to Conventional 
Agriculture,” and ”Resources—The Future of Seeds” (the 
second day); “Economics—Patent Capital, Money, and 
Sustainable Development,” “Culture/Cultures—Traditional 
Knowledge,” and “Strategies—Food Technology and 
the Preservation of Culture and Quality” (the third day); 
“Development—Protected Areas and Typical Products,” 
“Bio-Diversity—The fao Treaty on Genetic Resources,” 
and “Gastronomy—Cooks in Food Systems: Educators, 
Promoters, and Custodians” (the final day). Although it was 
not feasible to keep track of all the specific arguments pre-
sented, the major themes that repeatedly came to the fore 
can be identified.
First, although globalization was considered inevitable,
the enthusiasm for unrestrained growth, which Petrini 
argued was central to “negative globalization,” was ques-
tioned. Whereas the achievements of late capitalism were 
to be acknowledged, by the new millennium it was clear 
that the twentieth-century trajectory of “growth” and 
“development” was no longer tenable, above all because 
of environmental degradation. The list of environmental 
issues following from high consumerism was substantial. 
Climate change, industrial pollution, soil depletion, ocean 
degradation, as well as a general deterioration in the quality 
of everyday life—all were taken to be the result of unre-
strained “economic growth.” 
A number of alternatives were mooted: the concept of 
“the de-growth society” or “society of decrease,” advanced 
by the French academic Serge Latouche, with its emphasis 
on a voluntary sobriety, which entailed “doing better with 
less,” clearly appealed to some delegates. In another debate, 
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metaphoric reference was made to the snail, which has long 
been the movement’s symbol, since it adds ever-increasing
spirals to its shell until, at an optimum point, it winds back 
in the reverse direction, thus affording maximum protec-
tion without any threat to its well-being. This image, too, 
generated considerable interest, but others argued it was 
necessary (as one delegate put it) “to seriously turn the 
clock back on consumerism whilst looking forward on other 
issues.” This required “a gastronomic culture” in which the 
basic foodstuffs necessary to all social life were produced 
everywhere, while life-threatening food habits in the West 
were progressively rejected and abandoned.
Second, the strategies of powerful transnational 
enterprises to control the eating habits of ordinary people 
were heavily critiqued. Another major index of “negative 
globalization” was the global standardization of taste, and 
multinational corporations were held responsible for this. 
Not surprisingly, the heroic achievements of the rebellious 
French farmer José Bové were duly extolled in these debates. 
But rather than focusing on McDonaldization, speakers 
pointed to the greatest perceived danger as being the push 
by companies like Monsanto to dominate the global market 
in seeds and thus threaten global biodiversity. “The future 
of the seed”13 became a key theme in Terra Madre’s unfold-
ing discourse, because the seed was seen as the essence of 
nature, the source of all economic life, the foundation on 
which everything gastronomic in all societies was built.
A distinctly emotive language about “food fascism” 
was directed at the way corporate control over seeds was 
“enslaving” Third World agriculturalists and threatening 
biodiversity. Vandana Shiva was its chief exponent, and her 
strong terminology added considerably to the assembly’s 
radical discourse. In one workshop, she talked of nonrenew-
able seeds as “the source of farmers’ new slavery,” and in 
another described how “food has become the place for fas-
cism to function as corporations create a monopoly around 
seeds. It reduces us all to biodiversity serfs.” A distinct 
impression was made by several delegates from Argentina 
who spoke about the exceptional rate at which soybean
cultivation had expanded in their country, to the extent
that it was now “in the hands of a new economic mafia.”
Third, in light of the global concentration of power, 
effective resistance had to begin at the grassroots level 
among the “food communities” represented at Terra Madre, 
which made critical the practical relation between the 
small-scale producer and his community. Emphasis was 
repeatedly placed on the artisan’s connection to the soil. 
Above: “…the recognized shaman that is Carlo Petrini.”
photograph by adrian peace © 2006
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Physically and socially, this relation was the precise oppo-
site of that of the large-scale corporation: intimate versus 
distanced, connected versus alienated, concerned versus 
indifferent. Elaboration of these contrasts morphed into 
considered debate over the future of the seed. Historically, 
it was argued, the European peasant cultivated his own 
seeds, created new varieties, and exchanged his hybrids in 
the local marketplace; until recently, this was the case in 
the Third World also. Control of seeds had to be wrested 
back from institutions like Monsanto and restored to the 
small-scale agriculturalist, who, in his role as “custodian,” 
“curator,” or “keeper,” of both seed and soil, would pre-
serve crop biodiversity. These descriptions could scarcely 
contrast more dramatically with the presumed qualities of 
corporate ownership. The latter entailed no more than a 
single-stranded monetary relation to soil and seed, while 
the former’s multiple one thoroughly intertwined material, 
social, and cultural considerations.
Similar contrasts applied to the produce derived from 
seed. For whereas the experience of, say, Argentinian soy-
bean production exemplified the purely financial goals of 
multinational agribusiness, the artisan’s relation to his pro-
duce raised questions of identity and reputation. Whether 
the commodity was wheat or corn, grapes or cabbage, the 
local producer’s relation to his knowledgeable consumers 
ensured that he would pay attention to quality as much as 
quantity. The same complexity ensured that the artisan had 
as much interest in the use to which his product was put as 
in its cultivation. Then there was the consideration of waste; 
for whatever the product or its location, constant overseeing 
by the independent smallholder ensured that waste would 
be kept to a minimum.
Delegates repeatedly emphasized the dignity of inde-
pendent production as they honed in on Petrini’s mantra 
that food from “the natural economy” must be “good, 
clean, and fair.” The last-mentioned, in particular, turned 
on the respect and honor accorded the producer by others. 
Speakers repeatedly emphasized that artisanal production, 
by virtue of its being circumscribed or encompassed by 
community life, was culturally embedded in a way that 
industrial agriculture could never be. It took place inside 
communities and on the land that belonged to them. It 
drew on the amity, cooperation, and mutual regard charac-
teristic of community existence, and it was the individual’s 
sense of responsibility to community that ensured the 
Above: A tasting of Italian honey at Terra Madre 2006.
photograph by johanna kolodny © 2006
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necessary quality and quantity of the foodstuffs that were 
produced. Whatever the focus of the particular workshop, 
participants emphasized that small-scale production char-
acteristic of “the natural economy” was able to renew and 
sustain “the traditional culture,” “the culture of the past,” 
and “the culture which made earlier generations what 
they were” as far as foodstuffs were concerned. Value in 
both the material and the social sense went inextricably 
together, for each was rooted in the archetypal community 
where artisans produced food first and foremost for com-
mon needs. Whether the East African fishing community, 
the Latin American peasant community, or the Piedmont 
farming community of the previous century, all worked to 
satisfy communal requirements, and it was this community 
embeddedness that ensured “good, clean, and fair” products.
Myth and Fetish in “The Natural Economy”
The secular rituals of Terra Madre and the concerns of its 
smaller events were thus structured in such a way that the 
relations between local communities and global processes 
were explored in persuasive, persistent ways. The domination
of local structures by global processes had to be dismantled 
to restore the full value and worth of foodstuffs produced 
within the former to those whose livelihoods depended on 
their cultivation. It should be evident by this juncture that 
the cultural dimensions of food production by artisans were 
integral to the political rhetoric of Terra Madre. They were 
central to the critiques of global agribusiness, because the 
social attributes of small-scale production were pivotal to 
the contrasts between them. Global agribusiness was not 
only perpetually destructive of local culture in the world-
view espoused at Terra Madre; it was itself cultureless. By 
contrast, small-scale agriculture was conceived as inherently 
respectful of the expertise and knowledge of earlier times,
as well as responsive to the culture of contemporary com-
munities in which it still predominated.
This emphasis on the culture of food production was 
persistent, but it was not restricted to production alone. In 
an address on the second day to a gathering of academic 
delegates, Petrini exhorted his audience: “Let us go and 
relive those days in which eating is a cultural act,” by 
which he meant savoring the sociability and conviviality 
of eating and drinking in familial and similar communal 
contexts. The most important element in Petrini’s world-
view was the restoration of productive orders in which local 
knowledge and regional tradition relating to food were 
recognized and respected by all. What had been lost of late 
was sight of “the essential humanity” of those who worked 
with the soil: “The humanity of farmers is not seen as being 
cultured, as culture which has to be respected and saved. 
We have to be humble, we have to learn to listen, we have 
to construct these past knowledges together and archive 
them.” In the closing ceremony, at which he was intro-
duced by Mayor Chiamparino as “the recognized shaman 
that is Carlo Petrini,” he returned to this theme even more 
passionately: “Over time, the core role of food has shifted, 
we have forgotten the true cultural roots of food. [But now] 
in civilized society, we feel the need for a closer connec-
tion with our food producers…So when you return home, 
look for the terroir and seek out that closer connection with 
those who feed you.”
Terra Madre’s final ceremony was as spectacular as 
its opening, but its political rhetoric took on a perceptibly 
different emphasis. As we have seen, at the outset of this 
mega-event emphasis was placed on Terra Madre as “a 
world meeting of food communities.” By its conclusion, it 
had shifted to “the community which is Terra Madre” (as 
Mercedes Bresso formulated it) and the way in which this 
novel entity had the potential significantly to affect the 
wider world. The previous four days were summarized by 
several speakers as an intense period of community con-
struction: formal sessions and informal encounters were 
taken to be the bricks of community building. Now, as 
delegates returned home, the ethos and networks of com-
munity experience could be carried to the global system. 
This enhanced economic and political potential was not 
presented as the anticipated outcome of directions and 
decisions imposed from above by the Slow Food hierarchy. 
It was presented as the spontaneous result of communal 
association and egalitarian “networking” within the ranks
of the movement’s ordinary members.
This rhetorical emphasis was embellished by several
speakers, especially the president of the Piedmont Regional
Authority in her closing address: “I want to make acknowl-
edgment of the incredible emotion which has been generated 
over recent days. It is all part of the community of Terra 
Madre which has been generated. Few people are able 
now to disregard this global community of ours. I see this 
as a progressive move towards a global network which is 
more and more alive.” It was developed by Carlo Petrini as 
he bade farewell to his ardent followers: “Now as we leave, 
the community which we have built here is rudimentarily 
structured. No way is a new party being set up here. But 
communities are meant to be anarchic. No one should 
ever structure Terra Madre; it is a free structure by its very 
nature. We can explore our fantasies, explore our creativity, 
and translate our rights into obligations.” 
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Throughout the final stages of Terra Madre 2006, a
stirring rhetorical style was integral to generating an 
enhanced sense of communitas and a novel sense of direc-
tion among the diverse membership. There was no question 
but that the concluding dramatic, theatrical performance 
was effective in producing not just a feeling of unity but 
also a sense of purpose to the event as a whole. It undoubt-
edly generated multiple meanings about this exceptional 
assembly, which is precisely why political theater of this 
type is important to the neo-tribes of the postmodern period. 
Notwithstanding the commonalities of interest and the
proposals for collaboration that can be expressed in cyber-
space, the symbolic force of people being concentrated in
a particular place at a particular time continues to be vital 
to a sense of belonging, a belief in shared ideals, and a 
notion of heading in the same direction.
Still, there was a pronounced mystification and indeed
a fetishism built into the discourse surrounding Terra 
Madre, not least in the use of the term “community,” which 
was used to constitute a particular kind of rural imaginary14 
based on face-to-face association, feelings of belonging, 
coherent identity, and moral obligation. When the term 
was deployed by Slow Food’s cosmopolitan leaders and 
their political allies, it became for all intents and purposes 
a catchall, a blanket designation, which traded on these 
associations without there being much reason for doing so. 
The term “food community” proved especially problematic, 
because its use constantly turned on the assumption that 
whatever could be considered “local” was necessarily also 
based on “community.” Particularly in the course of Earth 
Workshops at which “food community” representatives
duly appeared, it became patently obvious that family 
groupings, networks of neighbors, and business associates
who just happened to be spatially proximate were all 
arraigned under the umbrella term “food community,” as 
if simply “being local” was the beginning and the end of 
the matter. When the term was elevated to the global plane, 
the level of mystification was yet more pronounced, as 
“communityness” became an elementary matter of “being 
connected” and of “networking” in a very loose sense. 
The mystification surrounding the concept of “com-
munity” was inseparable from the fetishism focused on the 
iconically key figure of the small-scale producer. For just as 
the local as a site of hallowed community was valorized in 
opposition to the global as the locus of unrestrained power, 
so the small-scale artisan was mythologized in opposition to 
the demonic order of agribusiness. At the core of this con-
struction lay an idealization of the independent producer’s 
relation to the soil and the seed. By way of contrast to the 
exploitation of both for profit by industrial agriculture, the 
small-scale producer was everywhere essentialized as a natu-
ral conservationist constantly working to extract a livelihood 
while preserving the sustainability of his basic resources. 
This is why terms like “custodian,” “guardian,” and “keeper” 
proved so appealing: they suggested that those at the base 
of the agricultural hierarchy consistently behaved in a man-
ner qualitatively different from those at its apex. This is also 
why the idea of farmers’ markets was attractive to Earth 
Workshops. In addition to stemming the proliferation of 
“food miles” in the global marketplace, the artisan grower or 
his community cooperative could exercise greater control 
over the relation between demand and supply, particularly 
crucial when small-scale agriculturalists are especially sus-
ceptible to such variables as the cycle of the seasons all the 
way up to unpredictable climatic changes.
In anthropological terms, petty commodity production 
can be distinguished in a number of ways from its large-
scale equivalent, but the idea that the small-scale producer 
can exercise a marked degree of autonomy from the wider 
system of production while eschewing the exploitation of 
scarce natural and social resources is difficult to sustain.15 
It is certainly the case that the local producer can weave 
a semblance of separation from wider relations of produc-
tion; the status of the petit bourgeois producer often hinges 
on his ability to do precisely that. But even when the soil 
and the seed are privately owned, the wider relations of 
production in which all economic actors are implicated 
ensure that his dependence on the broader, unequal order 
is inescapable. More important here, while it is certainly 
the case that small-scale production is often in the hands 
of locals not markedly unequal to one another, petty 
commodity production can prove consistently exploit-
ative of local inequalities along class, gender, and age 
lines. Macro-divisions along class lines may well be “out 
there” beyond the boundaries of the local: but even within 
local community parameters, such production frequently 
entails exploitation along gender, age, and intraclass lines. 
Fetishizing the dignity of the small-scale producer within 
the figment of “a natural economy” can easily result
in failure to recognize the indignities and inequalities 
imposed on numerous others within the narrow bounds
of the rural community.
Conclusion
The analysis of a single event raises methodological and 
interpretative problems of its own. The cultural differences 
among those present, the varied ambitions of those who 
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lead, and the diversity of interpretations generated pose a 
series of questions to which there are no easy answers. In 
addition, as is ever the case in the discipline of anthropol-
ogy, much depends on the interpretative biases and the 
distinctive worldview the individual anthropologist brings 
to the study of singular happenings and particular occur-
rences.16 Nonetheless, the attempt to provide a specifically 
anthropological interpretation of contemporary political 
theater like Terra Madre is well worth undertaking, since 
the global system is prolific with neo-tribal postmodern 
movements of the type represented by Slow Food. What 
is particularly challenging about this movement is that it 
strives to establish a critical analysis of the power exercised 
by global forces over the local production and consumption 
of food, and seriously asks what can be done in response. 
That in the course of doing so, its political ideology entails 
some mystification of the community contexts in which 
opposition to global forces has to be mobilized, as well as 
some fetishism of the iconic figures considered imperative 
to reform and change, essentially reflects the power and 
mirrors the contradictions of the system against which Slow 
Food pitches its political and symbolic resources.g
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